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Men of the West: Entrepreneurs and American
Expansion in the East Florida Borderlands,
1812-1845
by Matthew Saionz
n July 16, 1844, Robert Christie, a London businessman,
wrote to his distant relative, Floridian James Ormond Ill.
''You men of the West," he observed, "certainly surprise the
folk of the East by your perseverance and intrepidity of character. " 1
Although the particular nature of his relationship with Ormond
is unclear, Christie's commentary on the character of "men of the
West" stands out in a letter that, on the whole, consists of rather
mundane personal matters. In this instance, Christie posits an
interesting dichotomy that casts the decidedly more enterprising
Americans (men of the West) opposite the British, or, more generally, western Europeans (folk of the East). In many ways, Ormond
was typical of the businessmen who established themselves in the
Florida borderlands and at other sites of American expansion during the first half of the nineteenth century. By this point in his
life, Ormond had fashioned a career as a prominent Floridian merchant with connections in both East and Middle Florida, as well as
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Savannah, Charleston, and even New York. He and his business
partner, William McNaught, commanded large amounts of wealth
in the form of land, goods, and slaves in Florida Territory. By the
1840s, much of their wealth found its way to American ports to
be either circulated into the American economy or reinvested
into peripheral markets. Clever businessmen like Ormond and
McNaught facilitated the gradual incorporation of Florida into
American economic circles and, by extension, into the United
States. In this light, Christie aptly observed that entrepreneurs
of a "strong character" were central to the ongoing expansion of
the United States, as they increasingly tied their capital and commodities to U.S. markets through land purchases and commercial
enterprise.
Analyzing the relationship between entrepreneurs and U.S.
expansion in the early nineteenth-century East Florida borderlands-the territory between the Suwannee River and the Atlantic-raises important questions about the roles of commerce and
business in tl1e process of expansion. 2 How did East Florida's established residents adapt and grow their business operations in the
late colonial and territorial periods? In what ways did their operations foster ties between East Florida and the United States? And,
more broadly, how did trade and business enable borderland communities to affect the form and substance of expansion in a geopolitical climate rapidly changing for all? The strong correlation
between economic matters (namely, commerce and business operations) and tl1e actual acquisition and incorporation of new territories reveals the extent to which current interpretations emphasize
political and ideological developments at the expense of material
factors. A close look at a handful of East Floridian businessmen and
their families facilitates an understanding of the dynamics of the
commerce-driven expansionist project that gripped much of the
North American continent. The period between 1812 and 1845
2

During the British period (1763-1783), the boundary between East and West
Florida was Lhe Apalachicola River. Upon reacquiring the Floridas in ] 783,
the Spanish moved the boundary eastward to the Suwanee River. During
the 1810s a new unofficial territorial designation known as Middle Florida
emerged between the Apalachicola and Suwannee rivers, squarely within what
remained of West Florida. After the United States acquired both East and West
Florida in 1819, they were combined into a single territory. However, because
of each region's vastly different experience with U.S. expansion, I will (anachronistically) hold to the distinction between Middle and East Florida in this
paper while discussing developments after 1821, as other historians have also
done.
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was a critical time during which East Florida was transformed from
a Spanish colony at the crossroads of competing imperialisms, into
a peripheral territory of the United States, and ultimately into the
27'h state.
Nineteenth-century American expansion unfolded on multiple fronts, but commerce consistently played a central role before
and after the United States acquired any given territory. Traders linked communities across the continent to burgeoning U.S.
markets, tl1ereby drawing the interest of top American businessmen and officials alike. Frequently land was also at the heart of
American interest in new territories, and the question of how to
parcel out that land would occupy the federal government for the
duration of the century. But the subsequent questions of what to
do with the land and how to extract wealth from it would require
the assistance of those with substantial amounts of capital. Often
achieving prominence in the world of commerce, entrepreneurs
were absolutely essential to this process of expansion: they bought
and developed land, created communities, produced commodities
for market, established mercantile and shipping businesses, and
even served as regional bureaucrats. While domestic businesses
provided an outlet for the United States' newfound indusuial production, it was the resident entrepreneurs of desired territories
who largely determined tl1e local distribution of those products
and linked their own operations to U.S. markets. If officials in the
United States sought the acquisition and incorporation of all the
territory it claimed, then it would depend on the work of businessmen and their networks.
During the first half of the nineteenth century, the East Florida borderlands made the transition from a peripheral outpost
oriented toward the Caribbean and Europe to a territory largely
connected to U.S. markets and interests. An established cohort of
European and Euro-American entrepreneurs molded tl1e territory
into a diverse and prosperous land and pushed Florida further into
the American fold by way of commercial markets. In their quests
to expand tileir enterprises, prominent businessmen like Charles
Seton, James O'Neill, and tile Ormonds not only became incredibly wealthy, but also acted as intermediaries between large U.S.
firms and tile residents of the Florida borderlands. Many of these
entrepreneurs descended from Loyalist English or Scottish families who had fled to Florida from New England following American
independence. Others hailed from British or Spanish families who
Published by STARS, 2018
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had long called East Florida their home. Prominent individuals in
late colonial Florida developed businesses in commercial agricul1111<: and ranching and began to eschew Caribbean arrangements
in favor of U.S. markets. During the territorial period, they purrhast·d more land, enhanced their business operations, and diversified their invcsunents. By the advent of statehood in 1845, they
had facilitated the movement of goods back and forth between
Floridian and U.S. ports for over three decades. Moreover, their
successes eventually blurred the distinction between East and Middle Flotida as their business ventures stretched across the territory.
\\71ile the United States claimed sovereignty in Florida after 1821,
the .. old monev'' business elite of East Florida gave that claim tangible expression and thereby revealed U.S. expansion as primarily a
commercial as much as, if not more than, a geopolitical enterprise.
East Florida, particularly during this crucial era, has largely eluded the gaze of historians. A number of studies have been
devoted to colonial East Florida, perhaps most notably a collection
of essays edited by Jane Landers. 3 The few works on Territorial East
Florida remain broad, however, usually lumping together Middle
and East Florida, or narrowly focused on particular figures. 4 Historians have said little about demographic shifts, changes in ilie
economic and institutional landscapes, or even the social make-up
3

4

For a good oveni.ew of a number of issues regarding colonial Florida, particularly in regard to its economy, see Jane G. Landers, ed., Cownial Plantations
and Economy in Florida (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2000). Also see
Allan Gallay, The Fcmnation of a Planter Elite: Jonathan Bryan and the Southern
Colonial Frontier (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1989); Robert L. Gold,
Borderlands Empires in Transition: ThP Triple--Nation Transfn· of F7.uri.da (Carbondale: University of Southern lllinois Press, 1969); David Hancock, Citizens of
the World: London Merchants and the Integration of the British Atlantic Community,
1735-1785 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1995); Jane Land·
ers, Black Society in Spanish F7.orida (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1999);
Daniel S. Murphree: Constructing Fluri.dians: Natives and Europeans in the Cownial
floridas, 1513-1783 (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2006); Daniel L.
Schafer, William Bartram and tlv Ghost Plantations of British East F7.uri.da (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2010).
See James M. Denham, A Rogue's Paradise: Crime and Punishment in Antebellum
Florida, 1821-1861 (Tuscaloosa, University of Alabama Press, 2005); Ernest F.
Dibble.Joseph Mills White: Anti:facksonianF/oridian (Cocoa, FL: Florida Hisrorical
Society Press, 2003); Robert]. Doherty.Jr., Richard Keith Call: Southern Unionist
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1961); Frank Marotti, Heaven's Soldier's: Free Peopl,e of Color and the Spanish Legacy in Antebellum Fwrida (Tuscaloosa:
University of Alabama Press, 2013); Sidney Waller Martin, Fwrida during the Territorial Days (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1944); Larry Eugene Rivers,
Slavery in Florida: Territorial Days to Emancipation (Gainesville: University Press
of Fl01ida, 2009); Julia Floyd Smith, Slavery and Plantation Growth in Antebellum
Flmida, 1821-1860 (Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1973).
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of that swath of settlements. At the same time, historians in recent
years have begun to critically examine Middle Florida, with particular concern to its connections with the "Old South." Edward
Baptist argues that a flurry of white settlement into Middle Florida
during the 1810s expanded a "plantation frontier" southward. He
illustrates how southerners transplanted their slave-based plantation economy and culture into the region to the point that newcomer Floridians fancied themselves as southerners by "second
nature." 5 The simila1;ties between Middle Florida and the American South are unmistakable, particularly in light of the much
later settlement of the region and the fact that it was largely white
southerners who established themselves there. But Middle Florida
should not be confused with East Florida. Historians seem to have
missed the significance of the glaring regional differences within
Florida at this transitional moment. The towns of East Florida, a
much older region with a rich colonial past, had a far different trajectory tl1an the newer land-grab plantation settlements of Middle
Florida. Indeed, they developed in isolation for quite some time.
Framing East Florida during this period as a borderland helps
us to re-conceptualize the process of American expansion. Originally conceived in part to provide a more nuanced alternative to
the concept of the "frontier," the field of borderlands history has
flourished in recent decades. Borderlands have been deployed to
give definable contours to otherwise murky geographical, temporal, and even social margins and to counter long-standing metanarratives of American mastery. In general, borderlands are fluid
and contested spaces, "places where those narratives become unraveled." Pekka Hamalainen and Samuel Truett capture the nature of
borderlands succinctly:
They are ambiguous and often-unstable realms where
boundaries are crossroads, peripheries are also central,
homelands are also passing-through places, and the end
points of empire are also forks in the road. If frontiers are
spaces of narrative closure, then borderlands are places
5

Edward E. Baptist, Creating an Old South: Middle Flarida sPlantation Frontier Before
the Civil War (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002), 2. Also
see Adam Rothman, Slave Country: American Expansion and the Origins of the Deep
South (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2005). For a similar discussion on the relationship between American expansion, slavery, and capitalism,
though focused on the "Deep South," see Joshua D. Rothman, Flush Times and
Fever Dreams: A Story of Capitalism and Slavery in the Age ofJackson (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2012).
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where stories take unpredictable turns and rarely end as
expected. 6
East Florida during the 1810s was such a place. At the time, British
and Spanish settlers, Native Americans, runaway slaves, and eventually Georgians each attempted to claim sovereignty over the land,
though no group was able to truly impose its will. The cession of
the territory to the United States in 1821 concluded one contest,
but did little to ease the struggle between Euro-American settlers
and Indians. In another sense, East Florida remained peripheral
and unattached until Florida's entrepreneurs solidified commercial connections and oriented their investments in goods and land
toward production for U.S. markets. The "borderlands" designation did not fit as well in 1845, however. Florida instead more closely
resembled what Jeremy Adelman and Stephen Aron call "bordered
lands," where the fluidity and political maneuverability attributed
to borderlands "yielded to hardened and more 'exclusive' hierarchies" imposed by modern nation-states. 7 By statehood, the Second Seminole War had concluded, either removing Seminoles to
Indian Territory or pushing them to very remote lands in southern
Florida. Middle Florida and East Florida, thanks to the efforts of
businessmen, slowly coalesced into one territory with firm commercial ties to each other and to the United States. For many, the
contest for Florida had either ended or shifted southward.

6

Pekka Hamalainen and Samuel Tmett, "On Borderlands," ]011mal of Amnican
History 98, no. 2 (September 2011): 338. Borderlands historians and scholars
regularly suive to redefine their field and the conceptual theo1ies behind it.
With their article, Hamalainen and Truett continued a fruitful tradition of
such state-of-the-field essavs. For instance, see Jeremv Adelman and Stephen
_.\ron, "From Borderlands to Borders: Empires, Nation.States, and the People
in Between in North American Histon·," American Histurical Reuieu• 104, no.
3 (Jw1e 1999) : 814-841; Michie! Baud and \Villem
Schendel. "Toward a
Comparath·e Hi ton of Borderlands." Journal of m,rld HisUJr)· 8, no. 2 (Fall
1997): 211-242; Andrew Graybill and Beajaminjohnson, eds .. "Introduction:
Borders and Their Historians in :'\orth America," in Bridging .\'aJional Borrurs
m Xorth :l.merirn: Tm1wia1101ial and Cornparalitv H(,/o,us (Durham, ~C: Duke
l'nh-ersit, Press, 2010), 1-32: Samuel Truett and Elliott Young, ech., -~faking
Transnational Riston·: ;\'al.ions. Regions. and Borderlands," in Continmtal
Crrusroad,: Rr111appi11g L .-.Uexiro Borderl.and.s History· (Durham, '.\'C: Duke
t · ni200-1). 1-3:!. For a more recent ei..amination of the borderlands
,ersitT Press,
field in a rather non-American contei..t. see Paul Readrnan. C~TILhia Radding.
and Chad Bryam, eds .. "Introduction: Borderlands in a Global Perspecu,·e" in
Boninla11ru in World History, I i00-191-1 (;\'ew York: Palgra,e ~Iac~lillan. 2014),
1-23.
7
Adelman and Aron, "From Borderlands to Borders," 816.

,·an
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An examination of entrepreneurial activity in East Florida adds
to the grmving body of literature on American expansion and the
U. S. borderlands during the nineteenth century. Borderlands
scholars over the last 20 years or so have produced studies to illustrate the complicated nature of race, national identity, and politics at the edges of nations and polities. Some historians have also
come to seriously consider the economic dynamics of the North
American borderlands, especially the U.S.-Mexico border region. 8
Collectively, these studies illustrate the nuances-even the limitsof U.S. expansionism and the contests that almost always accompanied the project of extending U.S. influence into distant lands.
Similarly, a cohort of historians has begun to explore the mechanics of U.S. expansion during the first half of the nineteenth century
and how this process played out "on the ground." In particular,
Anne Hyde's Empires, Nations, and Families is a monumental study
that focuses on fur-trading outposts and entrepreneurial families
scattered across the North American West. In compelling fashion,
Hyde demonstrates how a growing American presence shattered
and reconfigured a system of colonial commercial networks. 9 The
case of East Florida is an example of this dynamic at work: the role
of local entrepreneurs, the utilization of colonial commercial connections, and the intertwining of capitalism and expansion.
East Florida in 1812 stood on razor's edge. The outbreak of
war between the United States and Britain provided a perilous
8

9

For a very brief introduction to recent sn,dies of the U.S.-Mexico borderlands,
see Brian Del..ay, War of a Thousand Deserts: Indian Raids and the U.S. -Mexican
War (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2008); Anthony Mora, Border Dilemmas: Racial and National Uncertainties in New Mexico, 1848-1912 (Durham, NC:
Duke University Press, 2011); Andres Resendez, Changing National Identities at
the Frontier: Texas and New Mexico, 1800-1850 (New York: Cambridge U nivei:sity
Press, 2005); Rachel St.John, Line in the Sand: A History of the Western U.S.-Mexico
Border (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2011); Samuel Truett, Fugitive Landscapes: The Forgotten History of the U.S.-Mexico Borderlands (New Haven,
CT: Yale University Press, 2006); Omar S. Valerio:Jimenez, River of Hope: Forging
Identity and Nation in thP Rio Grande Borderlands (Durham, NC: Duke University
Press, 2013).
Anne F. Hyde, Empires, Nations, and Families: A History of the North American West,
1800-1860 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2011). For a sampljng of
these works, see Stephen Aron, Arnerican Confluence: The Missou1i Frontier from
Borderland to Border State (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2009); Ned
Blackhawk, Violmce over the Land: Indians and Empires in the Early American West
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006); Pekka Hamalainen, The
Comanche Empire (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2008); Karl Jacoby,
Shadows al Dawn: An Apache Massacre and the Violence of History (New York: Penguin, 2008); Walter Johnson, River ofDark Dreams: Slavery and Empire in the Cotton Kingdom (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013).
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backdrop to simmering tensions between Spanish Florida and
American Georgia. As James Cusick asserts, the War of 1812 was a
clear indication of the shift toward a more aggressive expansionism
in early American foreign policy, as were the events of the years just
prior to the conflict. 10 The Gulf Coast, spanning from Florida to
Texas, had acted as something of a magnet for imperial intrigue,
"adventurism," and elusive interlopers since the eighteenth century.11 Building on this tradition, American agents in 1810 attempted
filibusters and insurrections in much of West Florida, from Mobile
to Baton Rouge. In the same year, five prominent businessmen of
East Florida, worried about the future of Spain and the Spanish
Empire, met with General George Mathews, the former governor
of Georgia, to discuss the possibility of joining the United States.
Although these men reneged on their plan, Mathews did not abandon the scheme and received the go-ahead from PresidentJames
Madison to orchestrate a rebellion in East Florida. 12
Yet, the plan to inspire rebellion essentially amounted to
an armed invasion, as Mathews mustered an army of Georgian
marauders and crossed into East Florida in March 1812. The invasion prompted outrage in much of the United States, appearing
as nothing more than a land-grab, while Spanish and British complaints convinced Madison to retract U.S. support of the venture.
On April 4, Secretary of State James Monroe scolded Mathews
for his "error" and the "necessity of discontinuing the service in
which you have been employed." 13 But Mathews and the Georgian
10

11

12

13

James G. Cusick, The Other War of 1812: The Patriot War and the American Invasion of Spanish East Florida (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2003) , 10.
For a far more sympathetic view of the foreign policy adopted by the Madison
administration , see J.C.A. Stagg, Borderlines in Borderlands: James Madison and
the Spanish-American Frontier; 1776-1821 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,
2009).
See in particular David Narrett, Adventurism and Empire: The Struggle for Mastery in the Louisiana-Fl-0rida Borderlands, 1762-1803 (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 2015); Robin F. A Fabel, "Philip Livingston, Chameleon
'Premier' of West Florida," and Andrew McMichael, "William Dunbar, William
Claiborne, and Daniel Clark: Intersections of Loyalty and National Identity
on ilie Florida Frontier, "in Nexus of Empire: Negotiating L<YJalty and Identity in the
Revolutionary Borderlands, 1760s-1820s, Gene Allen Smith and Sylvia K. Hilton,
eds. (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2010), 183-197 and 271-297.
Cusick, The Other War of 1812, 1-3. For more on this political uncertainty, see
Sherry Johnson, "The St. Augustine Hurricane of 1811: Disaster and the Question of Political Unrest on the Florida Frontier," Florida Historical Quarterly 84.
no. 1 (Summer 2005): 28-56.
Documents and Proceedings on the Occupation ofFlorida,July 1, 1812, Annals
of Congress, House of Representatives, 12th Congress, l " Session, 1690. For a
thoughtful analysis of Madison's decision to distance himself from Mathews,
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"patriots" did not relent. The cross-border feud between Georgia
and Florida had older roots: thefts, gunfights, and disagreements
over slaves. Even more troublesome for these Georgian invaders,
though, was the fact that East Floridians employed black militia
and formed temporary alliances with Seminoles and other native
peoples. Moreover, East Florida was home to loyal Tories who supported the British in their war against the colonies just decades
earlier. In June of the same year, the United States and Britain
officially went to war. Now, even as Spain declared its neutrality,
maintaining an American presence in East Florida became a strategic necessity and Madison renewed his military and financial
support of the invasion. A fantastically brutal conflict erupted in
East Florida, marked by guerilla warfare and smaller skirmishes.
Over the course of this so-called "Patriot War," the fighting became
increasingly bloody, and warfare "devolved into vendetta." Mercifully, the last Georgians left East Florida in 1814 when the larger
conflict between Great Britain and the United States wound down,
but not before all sorts of property were destroyed. 14 Conflicts continued to flare up along the Florida-Georgia border throughout
the 1810s, particularly during the First Seminole War and Andrew
Jackson's 1818 invasion ofFlorida. 15 Expansionist efforts therefore
very clearly preceded the eventual cession of the land. Madison,
embarrassed after the fiasco that developed in East Florida, did
not conceal his interest in acquiring East and West Florida, nor did
Georgians hide their disdain for their neighbors to the south, their
desire for more land, or the American determination to recover
fugitive slaves.
Despite these tensions, some East Floridians had simultaneously begun to familiarize themselves with U.S. markets through

14

15

seeJ.CA Stagg, 'James Madison and George Mathews: The East Florida Revolution of 1812 Reconsidered," Diplomatic History 30, no. 1 (January 2006):
23-55.
Cusick, The Other War of 1812, 3-9. For an older account of the borderland
hostilities surrounding the Pat.riot War, see Rembert W. Patrick, Florida Fiasco:
Rampant Rebels on the Georgi,a-Flmida Border, 1810-1815 (Athens: University of
Georgia Press, 1954).
On Jackson and the American invasion, see James G. Cusick and Sherry Johnson, AndrewJackson in Florida, 1814-1821: Forgi,ng His Legacy (Cocoa, FL: Florida
Historical Society Press, 2016), and Deborah A. Rosen, Border Law: The First
Seminole War and American Nationhood (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2015). For an excellent consideration of the vital roles played by Florida's free black population during this period, see Frank Marotti, The Cana
Sanctuary: History, Diplomacy, and Black Catholic Marriage in Antebellum St. Augustine, Flurida (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2012).
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The Territory of Florida, 1821-1845. Map made by Brian WlekJinski at the request
of the author.

commerce. In 1812, with East Florida again in the Spanish fold,
the Crown could hardly afford to raise a substantial military force
for the defense of even its more important colonies. The lack of
anything more than a makeshift militia left the residents of East
Florida to fend for themselves throughout the 1810s.Jose (Joseph)
Simeon Sanchez, one of the most prominent men of the St. Augustine area, was named akalde of the city in 1814 and was charged
with handling the chief financial and administrative matters.
Unsurprisingly,Jose Sanchez was also a keen businessman, having
inherited a number of landholdings from his famously successful
father, Francisco Xavier Sanchez. During the first Spanish and English periods, Francisco Sanchez had amassed large, almost contiguous, landholdings that stretched from the St. Marys River in the
north to St. Augustine in the south, creating what Jane Landers has
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called the "Sanchez empire." His extensive plots ofland, including
the San Jose and San Diego plantations, were devoted largely to
timber and cattle herding, though his production diversified over
time to include agricultural exports. He traded with British and
Spanish merchants, but there is ample evidence to show that he
conducted business just as often with Baltimore merchants. 16 After
Francisco Sanchez died in 1808,Jose continued to invest in various
sectors of the colonial economy and added to his family's landholdings. During the Patriot War, some of his plantations were seriously
damaged. However, aided by the privileges of his administrative
position, Sanchez emerged as a dominant figure in East Florida
and maintained considerable influence in political and business
matters.
Charles Seton, a Scot who moved from Long Island, New York
to East Florida in the 1790s to take advantage of sizeable Spanish
land grants and presumably to escape anti-Loyalist wrath, occupied
a similar position in the northern port city of Fernandina. Through
these land grants, he acquired huge swaths of property on Amelia
Island. While he was certainly a planter, he was most notable for his
lumber business. His giant sawmill operation sat atop a 16,000-acre
parcel of land and generated capital that allowed him to continue
to purchase other lands through the early years of the nineteenth
century. Typical of English and Euro-American entrepreneurs of
the time, Seton appears to have borrowed from Charleston firms
against his own lands to increase his capital base. Even more, he
undoubtedly smuggled goods across the Florida-Georgia border
and perhaps acted as a regional representative for various American mercantile firms. 17 Armed witl1 dual citizenship that permitted
16

17

Biogra phical sketch, Box I, Sanchez Family Pape rs (hereafter cited as SFP) ,
SASC; Jane Landers, "Francisco Xavier Sanchez, F/01-idano Planter and Merchant," in Colonial Plantations and Economy in F/01-ida, ed. Landers, 83-85. For a
sense of Lhe place of East Florida's businessmen in the larger Atlantic economy, see James G. Cusick, "Spanish East Florida in the Atlantic Economy of the
Late Eighteenth Century," in Colonial Planlalions and Economy in Florida, ed.
Jane Landers, 168-188.
Dena E. Snodgrass Biography of Seton, Box 1, Folder 1, Charles Seton Papers
(CSP) , SASC. East Flo1ida was no stranger to illicit trade by the onset of the
nin e teenth century. In addition to an active contraband that trade flourished
along the Georgia-Florida border for much of the eighteenth century, Spanish
officials and elites in St. Augustine regularly conducted illegal business with
British merchants and privateers for basic supplies. For a classic study on the
illicit Anglo-Spanish trade in Florida, see Joyce Elizabeth Harman, Trade and
Privateering in Spanish Florida, 1732-1763 (St. Augustine, FL: St. Augustine Historical Society, 1969).
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him to operate in both American and Spanish territory, Seton
quickly established himself as a powerful businessman with substantial clout in the borderlands political economy by the 1810s.
But, like Sanchez, Seton found his lands frequently attacked
by marauding Georgians. His relationship with Americans proved
even more precarious since he, as a recipient of Spanish land grants
and a prominent citizen of East Florida, was charged with heading
the militia of Fernandina. His loyalty was tested in June 1817, when
Gregor MacGregor, an opportunistic Scottish revolutionary, sailed
to Florida with a fleet to "liberate" the colony. Francisco Morales,
commander of Spanish forces in Florida, ordered Captain "Carlos"
Seton to muster the Fernandina militia and do their duty "for the
country, and the public cause." 18 MacGregor took Amelia Island
later that month with the aid of a couple hundred Georgian interlopers with no bloodshed. Until MacGregor fled an oncoming
American "rescue" force in September, Seton and other residents
lived under the Green Cross of Florida in MacGregor's short-lived
"Republic of the Floridas. " 19 Despite his service in the Spanish militia during MacGregor's invasion and countless border skirmishes,
it might be surprising that Seton professed his loyalty to the United States in November and declared his American citizenship. 20
Yet, the immense success of Seton's business operations hinged
upon his ability to na,igate the intricacies of the border region.
As was the case with Jose Sanchez, Seton's reputation and skills as
an entrepreneur had garnered him public responsibilities in the
colony. HoweYer, in late colonial East Florida, business opportunitie along the borderlands often strained or even contradicted
imperial loyalties.
By the time Spain ceded East Florida to the United States in
the Adam -Oni Treaty of 1819, East Florida was already home to
entrepreneurs like eton and the anchezes with considerablethough largely inforn1al-commercial tie to the United tate .
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While the American acquisition of Florida might have ended much
of the animosity between East Floridians and Georgians, the cession did little to hinder East Florida's business operations or the
mercantile relationships between American firms and territorial
entrepreneurs. Indeed, the peace allowed the territory's residents
to expand their enterprises. Wealthy individuals made further
claims to the coastal lands and the largely unclaimed parcels along
the St.John's lliver. Meanwhile, in the United States, the land grab
of the 1810s had led to the Panic of 1819, leaving many investors,
lenders, and landholders bankrupt or near to it. Had the treaty
with Spain been signed just two years prior, then it is likely that the
rush of American settlers to Florida and the number of land sales
would have been substantial. As it was, however, land sales greatly
tapered off after the economic crisis, dropping from over $3 million in 1819 to just over $1.5 million in 1820. This period of modest
fortunes would last until the end of the 1820s, with 1823 and 1824
as the worst years. 21 Of course, sales continued at a steady pace,
and, while Florida Territory surely had its share of settlers, most of
these newcomers were likely southerners who bought land in Middle Florida to the wesL East Florida, therefore, was more or less left
to the devices of its established residents. With limited American
settlement in the 1820s and early 1830s, American officials looked
to the established businessmen of East Florida to develop the land
and solidify their connections with American markets.
Nobody embodied the enterprising elite of East Florida and
their vigorous efforts to expand their operations after 1821 better than Zephaniah Kingsley, a flamboyant Englishmen who was
forced to flee Charleston shortly after American independence
due to accusations of loyalist affiliations. Kingsley owned land
in both East Florida and the Caribbean Islands, but the profits
gained on his Florida plantations demanded all of his attention by
the first decade of the nineteenth century. Though many things,
Kingsley could best be described as a shrewd businessman: he was
a planter, owner and trader of hundreds of slaves (including his
wife), merchant, and outspoken intellectual. 22 And although his
21
22

.. Revenue and Expenditure," in The American Almanac and RRpository of Useful
Knowledge (Boston, MA:James Munroe & Co., 1847), 143. The numbers for the
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East Florida plantations flourished during the late colonial period,
that growth paled in comparison to his landholding gains in the
1820s. During one week in 1825 alone, between April 25 and April
29, the East Florida Land Commission Office either awarded or
confirmed Kingsley's claims to about 2,000 acres adjacent to the
St. John's and St. Marys rivers, including a "marsh lot" on Amelia
Island. On December 15, 1825, Kingsley was awarded a disputed
claim to another 2,000 acres somewhere along the St.John's River,
several other claims of 2,000 acres each on Drayton Island on Lake
George, and a claim to 2,611 acres in a twelve-mile swamp near
his prosperous plantation at Laurel Grove. 23 While it is difficult to
know exactly what Kingsley used each parcel of land for, we do
know that, while primarily focused on cotton, he cultivated and
exported a wide array of goods. For example, on his three Laurel
Grove plantation settlements, he invested heavily in the production of cotton, citrus, corn, peas, sweet potatoes, and even sugar
cane. 24 Without a doubt, Kingsley cemented his status as one of tl1e
territory's wealthiest businessmen during the 1820s.
Beginning in the 1820s, East Floridian entrepreneurs tightened their connections to American merchants and brokers in
Savannah, Charleston, and New York. James O'Neill, a lawyer,
judge, and planter with land in both Georgia and East Florida, best
exemplifies this shift toward U. S. markets. Like Charles Seton,
O'Neill and his family rose to prominence during the late colonial
period as owners ofland and capital on both sides of the U.S.-Spanish border and through the perhaps-illicit trafficking of products
across the boundary. It appears that O'Neill held plantations in
St. Marys, Georgia and Fernandina, East Florida, both geared
toward cotton production. After the cession of the territory to the
United States in 1821, he conducted his business from homes on

23

24
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both of his plantations. By as early as 1827, he established a close
commercial relationship with Charles andJoseph Lawton, owners
of what was apparently a lucrative mercantile and brokering firm
in Charleston. What began with a simple purchase of rope from
Joseph Lawton quickly transformed into the frequent shipment of
long-staple cotton to Charleston. On March 10, 1830, O'Neill sold
to the Lawtons thirteen bales of his cotton for $801.79. This partnership undoubtedly proved immensely profitable for both parties
over the next decade, as O'Neill regularly shipped his "St. John's
cotton" to the Lawtons to be sold in American markets. On February 19, 1836,Joseph Lawton, in response to a letter from O'Neill
inquiring about the American cotton prices, wrote, the "cotton
market is very healthy and we hope as usual to meet your approbation in the disposition ofyours." 25 In addition to being a reputable
judge and lawyer of Nassau County,James O'Neill molded himself
into a successful entrepreneur by selling his cotton in Charleston.
Even more, though they may have not realized it, O'Neill and his
moneyed peers exposed American officials and businessmen to the
potential value of Florida. As O'Neill and others shipped each bale
of cotton northward and as they reinvested their earned and borrowed capital into new plots of land and slaves, they brought East
Florida further into American economic circles.
The market ties between East Florida and the United States
only strengthened during the land-boom years of the late 1830s
and early 1840s. As historians James Denham and Keith Huneycutt
have observed, in 1835 Middle and East Florida combined "contained only slightly more than seventy thousand persons, about
one half of them black slaves." The vast majority of this population settled in Middle Florida, while East Florida remained sparsely
populated until tl1e Second Seminole War ended in 1842. After
this, "settlers attracted by a federal land give-away scheme pushed
south rapidly." 26 Indeed, Congress passed the Armed Occupation
25

26
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Act in 1842 to encourage the territory's settlement and protection
from still-problematic Indians. Specifically concerned with the
lands of East Florida west of the St. Johns, the act stipulated that
men could obtain a tract of 160 acres in exchange for its defense
and cultivation. 27 Federal incentives thus worked toward the two
crucial objectives of securing the peninsular interior and bolstering the agricultural sector. While it uncertain whether the act yielded anything more tl1an modest profits for settlers in tl1ose perilous
lands, it likely contributed significantly to meeting the requisite
population numbers for statehood in 1845.
Federal efforts to populate and develop tl1e interior of Florida
were matched by American businessmen like the Lawtons, who
invested in the settlement of Alachua County in the heart of the
territory. In 1831, they purchased for $224 a 1,000-acre tract ofland
belonging to George J. F. Clarke, a significant figure in the waning
years of Spanish rule. 28 Well into his retirement in St. Augustine,
Clarke eagerly sought to unload some of the vast Alachua parcels
he had collected through grants and purchases over the years.
He was born in St. Augustine at the end of the British period and
became firmly ensconced in Spanish colonial institutions thereafter. In addition to tending to his many landholdings, Clarke served
as surveyor general and ardently defended Fernandina during the
Patriot War. 29 The Lawtons also financed John Houston McIntosh
Jr., a member of the exclusive Alachua planter elite who, like his
neighbor General Duncan L. Clinch, hailed from Georgia. In 1832,
McIntosh borrowed $4,065 from the Lawtons against his 2,500-acre
Oaklands sugar plantation and over 30 slaves, all of which would
have been lost to the Charleston firm if McIntosh had failed to
repay them. 30 His father,John Houston McIntosh Sr., owned large
plantations in the vicinity of St. Marys, Georgia known for their
rice output and trademark sugarworks. During the 1800s, he had
expanded into East Florida, acquired properties along the St.Johns
27

28
29
30

An act to provide for the anned occupation and settlement of the unsettled
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geared toward cotton and timber exports, and eventually became a
Spanish subject. Unlike his contemporary Clarke, however, McIntosh Sr. emerged as a leader of the "patriots" in 1812 and bankrolled their campaign against Spanish forces. 31 Years later in the
peninsular interior the Georgian filibusters and their descendants
settled alongside their old foes who defended Spanish sovereignty.
Business interests went along away toward smoothing over lingering animosity.
Despite its relatively small white population, East Florida continued to experience economic growth up and down the St.John's
and near Fernandina during the territorial period. At the heart of
this boom was land, both in its acquisition and development. Federal land sales took off again in the 1830s to reach an unprecedented rate, peaking in 1840 at $8.5 million. 32 Moreover, beginning in
1836, appeals made to the federal government of the United States
for damages done during the Patriot War were finally processed,
culminating in the Supreme Court rewarding many East Floridians
witl1 reparations and land. Zephaniah Kingsley, for example, of the
$113,410.25 he filed for, received $77,332 in 1843 for the destruction of his Laurel Grove plantation and various other lands during the "American invasion," an astronomical amount of money
that Kingsley undoubtedly invested in new lands and operations. 33
Similarly, in February 1836, attorney Joseph White wrote to Charles
Seton on his deathbed to inform him that the Supreme Court had
confirmed his and Stephen Fernandez's titles to land in East Florida. As testament to the enormous amount oflands being swallowed
up at the time, White boldly hoped that Fernandez would not offer
him "less than five hundred or eight hundred acres" for his services. 34 In 1838, the Secretary of Treasury declared that Jose Sanchez would receive $29,650 for damages done to the properties of
Francisco Xavier Sanchez, his deceased father. 35 Even as American
settlers migrated to East Florida at a higher rate, land continued
31

32
33
34
35

Cusick, The Other War of 1812, 67-69, 74-76. For more on McIntosh, see Edith
DuncanJohnston , The Houstons of Georgia (Athens: University of Georgia Press,
1950) .
"Revenue and Expenditure," in The American Almanac, 143.
Kingsley's claims for damages incurred during the American Invasion, Box 1,
Folder 4, ZKP.
Joseph M. White to Seton, Washington, D.C., February 6, 1836, Box I , Personal
and Business Papers, CSP.
Secretary of the Treasury, July 7, 1838, Patriot War Papers, U.S. National
Archives, Washington, D.C. Thanks to James Cusick for allowing me to look at
his personal collection of sources.
'

Published by STARS, 2018

17

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 97 [2018], No. 2, Art. 3
184

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

to fall into the hands of established entrepreneurs. Keen to work
within the accommodating institutions and policies that came
with territorial status, these businessmen invested in new land and
increased the scale of their operations to meet the demands of U .S.
markets.
The East Florida borderlands were undergoing another important transformation at this time. Since the colonial period,
Seminoles and other Native American groups had unmistakably controlled the interior of Florida. In many regards, they were responsible for the separate development of Middle and East Florida for
much of the territorial period, even as both formally fell within the
Territory of Florida. The European and Euro-American settlers of
East Florida were well aware that Seminoles and their allies dominated much of the land between the Suwannee River and the western banks of the St.John's River. Those who established operations
within this boundary found themselves subjected to occasional raids.
Zephaniah Kingsley, for instance, held numerous plots of land on
the western side of the St. John's and, during the chaos of 1812, a
group of Seminoles reportedly attacked one of his plantations. 36 As
the settlements of the East Florida borderlands pushed further into
the interior, Indian raiding became more frequent and threatened
the valuable yields of plantations.
In 1835, tensions between Americans and Seminoles escalated
to a full-scale war to determine who would exert control over the
lands in north-central Florida. In the summer of 1836, McIntosh 's
Oaklands operations in the interior were razed to the ground
along with many other Alachua farmsteads and plantations as the
scattered U.S. military forces floundered. 37 Kingsley's plantations
were again caught in the crossfire in 1839, this time at Drayton
Island. The Ni/,es Register reported that a "party of Indians" captured Kingsley's "negroes" and, to make matters worse, confiscated
his supplies. 38 Eventually, the Second Seminole War culminated
in 1842 with the defeat of Seminoles and their allies. As part of
the wider American project of Indian removal, many Seminoles
were dispossessed of their lands, while others opted to continue
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the struggle further south. 39 For American investors and the entrepreneurs of East Florida, the "opening" of these lands meant they
could possibly expand their operations even further; but perhaps
more significantly, the removal of the Seminoles from north-central Florida meant that businessmen could build commercial connections across the state, from the old settlements of East Florida
to the bustling plantation districts of Middle Florida.
It was in this setting that James Ormond III, a Scotsman by
birth and a third- generation entrepreneur of East Florida, began
his career as a merchant with operations in both East and Middle
Florida. He inherited plantations near New Smyrna and St. Augustine from his grandfather and father, respectively. Instead of confining himself to his landholdings, however, he risked his family's
wealth and reputation in 1839 to establish mercantile firms with
his partner, William McNaught, in St. Marks and Port Leon, seaports near the burgeoning town of Tallahassee. Using their connections to none other than the Lawtons, they hoped to act as
brokers between the Florida fields and profitable American markets.40 It appears that by 1840 their business had done rather well:
they likely shipped local mainstays like cotton and citrus to be sold
in the southern markets of Savannah and Charleston while selling essential goods like coffee and flour in Florida. Their dependency on American markets, however, often worried McNaught
and Ormond. Several times in 1840 McNaught wrote Ormond,
away on a business trip, fretting about low prices, the prospect of
"gambling" on certain deals, and the possibility of seeking large
cash advances. 41 But their mercantile business only expanded in
the early 1840s as Florida prepared for statehood. They continued to reap the benefits of their arrangement with the Lawtons
in Charleston and possibly even established similar relationships
39
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with firms in New York City. 42 Along with seeking wealth and profits through their brokering firm, Ormond and McNaught also
deliberately hoped to integrate Florida into the American economy through extensive and steady commerce. They realized that
Florida had transformed into a producer and exporter of numerous staple goods, and they possessed the vision to solidly link Florida's export markets to what was emerging as the world's leading
capitalist economy. Indeed, Ormond and McNaught appear to
have eventually expanded their business ties overseas. On April 18,
1845, Robert Christie, Ormond's mysterious distant relative, wrote
to Ormond and complained that his clients wanted the "silky leaf'
tobacco instead of the "coarse" stuff he received from Ormond. His
reason was simple: it was ideal for cigars. 43
By 1845, the regional distinction between what were known as
Middle and East Florida had significantly dissipated, a process that
would soon progress thanks to the ambitions of entrepreneurs and
the laying of railroad lines throughout the state. The businessmen
of East Florida and the cotton planters of Middle Florida now pursued their profits in a single Florida. In addition, while St. Augustine had been the political and institutional center of colonial East
Florida, its importance slid during the territorial period. Tallahassee, built on the site of an old Indian village, emerged as a boomtown with the opening of the territory to Euro-American settlers
after 1821. American settlers, many of whom hailed from southern
states, were solely focused on fueling the insatiable demand for
American cotton through the purchase oflarge parcels ofland and
establishment of sizeable plantations. Middle Florida quickly developed a mono-crop economy, and the profitability of this enterprise
spurred the rise of Tallahassee as Middle Florida's entrepot. Even
as the state grew more homogenous during the late territorial period, politics and commerce increasingly gravitated around Tallahassee and the western portion of the state. Of course, the established
entrepreneurs of East Florida largely facilitated this homogenization, though perhaps not intentionally. They, too, hoped to meet
the needs of diverse U.S. markets. Yet, while their lands and slaves
in East Florida produced various commodities en masse for shipment, many businessmen, like Ormond, also looked to Tallahassee
42
43
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and the cotton lands of Middle Florida with the intention of facilitating commerce. Their roles as middlemen merchants heralded a
firmer degree of commitment to the markets of the United States.
Though they may not have known it at the time, Ormond
and McNaught's business operations thus signaled an important
development: the integration of Florida into the U.S. economy.
For much of its colonial period, Florida-located on the margins
of the Spanish (and British) imperial agenda-maintained close
commercial and cultural ties to Caribbean colonies and outposts. 44
However, chronically undersupplied but conveniently situated
along well-travelled maritime routes and near British colonies to
its north, Floridian settlers over the course of the eighteenth century increasingly disobeyed "Spain's stringent trade restrictions"
in favor of commerce with merchants working out of ports like
New York and Charleston. 45 Despite simmering tensions with their
Anglo-American neighbors, enterprising East Floridians continued
their illicit commerce with Georgians and American traders outside of the bounds prescribed by mercantilism after the northern
British colonies morphed into the United States. The "Men of the
West," as Ormond's relative deemed them, not only ensured the
survival of the colony but in the process also created a fairly profitable export economy. As it so happened, they did so by cementing their ties to U.S. markets that only continued to expand in the
nineteenth century. American merchants and firms headquartered
in port cities eagerly accommodated, and many East Florida businessmen diversified and expanded their operations following the
U.S. acquisition of Florida in 1821.
For their part, historians have identified the correlation
between commerce and the U.S. acquisition of huge swaths of continental territory during the first half of the nineteenth century;
however, in general, historians-whether working in borderlands,
the American West, or slavery-have fallen woefully short of exploring this connection meaningfully: whether substantial business
relationships between peripheral communities and American markets necessarily or inevitably led to territorial acquisition, whether
44
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entrepreneurs literally facilitated the eventual acquisitions of these
territories, or even whether U.S. foreign policy deliberately evolved
to foster far-flung commercial ties and usurp existing networks. At
the very least, East Florida provides something of a starting point.
Two critical questions in particular require explicit consideration
here: First, what can the case of East Florida tell us about the
relationship between these business relationships and the actual
acquisition of a given territory? Second, does East Florida's path to
statehood have implications for the broader experience of borderland communities in the era of expansion?
While many East Floridians shifted the focus of their business
toward U.S. markets at the onset of the nineteenth century, their
actions should not be equated with either disloyalty to Spain or a
desire to attach themselves formally to the United States. Spanish
officials were keen on enforcing oaths of loyalty and conversions
to Catholicism for any newcomer wishing to settle in East Florida
after 1783. Although it is easy to doubt their sincerity, one must
also remember that many of these settlers were British Loyalists
seeking refuge from persecution following the American Revolution. Moreover, East Floridians (including black militia) had accumulated a long tradition of defending the colony from raiding
Georgians seeking lost slaves and retribution amidst larger AngloSpanish conflicts. Despite some evidence of a lively contraband
trade, the animosity between East Florida and Georgia alone might
have prevented any broad support for a movement to join the United States. If anything, Mathews' failed schemes to pry East Florida
from Spain in the 1810s demonstrated that he (and fellow Americans) had grossly overestimated the willingness of its residents to
abandon the colony's position as a defensive foothold. What ultimately secured the territory for the United States was Andrew Jackson's invasion and subsequent of occupation of Florida from 1816
to 1819. The invasion of Florida, or First Seminole War, marked a
decisive turn in U.S. foreign policy grounded in the notion that,
according to one historian, "geographic expansion was justified by
their right to conquer territory inhabited by 'uncivilized' people." 46
Although Americans and Floridians forged strong business ties
during the period, the use of force was ultimately necessary to
wrest Florida from Spain.
On the second question, a dizzying array of variables makes it
difficult to formulate a paradigm for the period's U.S. expansion.
46
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For instance, Texas-the best known contemporary example of
U.S. expansion-provides an interesting yet limited comparison.
Like Florida, Texas was founded as a Spanish colony, although
much later in the early eighteenth century. Primarily a string of
defensive settlements, its population remained sparse and numbered around 2,500 at Mexican independence in 1821. Under
Spanish control, colonists, Americans, and Native Americans had
conducted a steady (although illicit) u·ade at the Texas-Louisiana
border; however, after Mexican independence, the borders of
Texas were opened to foreign settlement and waves of Americans
from the South arrived with an eye toward slaved-based plantation
agriculture. By 1830, the established tejano population had barely
risen to 3,000, while American immigrants outnumbered them
at more than 7,000. By the time Texans moved to separate from
Mexico in 1835, the tejano population had reached an estimated
4,000, while American newcomers and their slaves amounted to an
astounding 20,700. 47 To be sure, the Texan brand of "settler colonialism" stands out as an extreme example, but the trend toward
insurgency where large numbers of Americans settled or operated
surfaces elsewhere, most notably in West Florida. In contrast, East
Florida welcomed relatively few American immigrants, even in the
couple of decades following its acquisition by the United States.
Like Texas, East Florida was immediately proximate to the United States, but its established colonists and entrepreneurial elite
maintained relatively firm control of its administration and political economy. With such characteristics, New Mexico might be a
more suitable comparison: much older and more populous than
Texas, New Mexico hosted a powerful administrative and business
elite with close institutional ties to Mexico City, while also serving
as the primary entrepot for the profitable overland trade with the
United States. In all, efforts to construct any model or standard
are stifled by a lack of uniformity across key factors, ranging from
demographics to proximity to the United States.
However, it cannot be sheer coincidence that all of the lands
eventually obtained by the United States, including East Florida, had
previously established some degree of commercial or business ties
with the nation. In his landmark comparative study of New Mexico
47
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and Texas, Andres Resendez argues that a "tsunami-like" American
market surged through the Southwest borderlands, engaging the
region's communities and linking them to the ascendant U.S. market economy. 48 Sustained by both growing industrial capacity and
slavery and represented by energetic American mercantile firms
and commissioned traders, this market economy extended across
the continent during the first half of the nineteenth century. A
prominent cohort of entrepreneurs in East Florida, seeing greater convenience and profitability in more accessible U.S. markets,
reconfigured their colonial commercial networks to channel their
business toward American ports along the Atlantic seaboard. Settled throughout the North American borderlands, the "Men of the
West" stitched together their communities into the patchwork of
the U.S. market economy, an effort aided by the beneficial policies
accorded by territorial status. It is therefore perhaps more appropriate to characterize the period's U.S. expansion as a multidimensional process driven, at its heart, by commerce rather than by a
desire for territory, Manifest Destiny, or geopolitics. Although the
latter forces might have shaped and molded its particular manifestations, the former provided the sturdy foundation.
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